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What does the world need to 
know about COP25?
Reflections on the UN Climate Summit in Madrid, Spain
What is the UN Climate Summit?
● The 25th annual Conference of the Parties (COP25) is an international 
conference concerning how best to support our global environment
● Attendees include government representatives, business leaders, nonprofit 
organizers, and approved members of the press.
● Ithaca College was recognized as an NGO prior to the conference closing 
its registration for new applicants. With help from several departments on 
campus, I was able to attend on IC’s behalf in 2018 and 2019. 
By sharing my experiences from 
COP25 in Madrid, Spain, I hope to 
include disparate communities in 
critical discussion and 
emphasize our unique 
opportunity and responsibility as 
an institution of  higher 
education. My goal is to present 
climate change as the 
devastating catastrophe that it 
already is, and encourage action 
that can bring justice to frontline 
communities.
Main Takeaways:
1. Sweeping effects cannot be negated by broad solutions; 
this crisis requires a nuanced, localized approach.
2. Climate justice means indigenous sovereignty.
3. Higher education has a role to play in climate solutions.
1. Nuanced approaches
● If agriculture was a country, it would be the third largest greenhouse gas 
emitter.
● A 20% decrease in meat production in the Global North and a 10% increase 
in the Global South would help to stabilize the emissions from the meat 
industry.
1. Nuanced approaches
● Each island of Hawai’i depends on a 
different renewable energy.
○ The state legislature is working towards 
100% renewable energy by 2045.
○ The vastly different ecosystems throughout 
the archipelago make it impossible to switch 
entirely to one source of energy, instead they 
use renewables best-suited to the local 
environment.
○ Photo credit
1. Nuanced approaches
● Developing countries have an 
unequal capacity for adaptation.
○ Small farmers in Uganda are 
encroaching on woodlands as an 
adaptation method to the increasing 
temperatures of their changing 
environment. They are being held 
accountable for deforestation despite 
them having no other means for 
survival.
2. Indigenous knowledge
● Climate solutions and innovations are often generated entirely without 
consultation from indigenous communities, despite them having 
successfully cultivated the land for far longer.
● Saving the Amazonian rainforests requires supporting indigenous rights.
● Land rights are an extension of human rights in indigenous communities.
● By advocating for the human rights of indigenous people, we are 
supporting the land that they protect.
 
5%
of the world’s population is indigenous people.
80%
of the world’s biodiversity is protected by indigenous 
people.
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/2018/11/can-indigenous-land-stewardship-protect-biodiversity-/ 
Indigenous communities in 
Louisiana and Alaska are still being 
forced off of their ancestral land. 
They are among the first United 
States citizens to be displaced by 
climate change.
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05
/03/us/resettling-the-first-american-
climate-refugees.html 
This international phenomenon is 
known as environmental migration.
What are climate refugees?
● People that have been displaced by environmental migration
● Climate refugees have the same movement patterns/strategies as conflict 
refugees; conflict and violence often interact with climate.
● Migration is a legitimate adaptation strategy scientifically, but politically it 
is avoided. Why might this be?
● Conflict refugees can apply for asylum, climate refugees cannot.
● Migration currently happens mostly within national borders. This is 
expected to change as conditions worsen.
As an institution of higher education, we are uniquely 
positioned with an interdisciplinary, collaborative 
environment. This gives us the capacity – and therefore 
responsibility – to educate ourselves on the nuances of the 
climate crisis, and act accordingly and with empathy.
Action Items:
● Continue to fund IC faculty and students’ attendance at the UNFCCC. 
However flawed, it is the only existing international institution for 
mitigating the climate crisis.
● Turn inwards towards communities whom institutions have consistently 
failed; vulnerable people can still have innovations!!
● Act with empathy.
● Acknowledge it is no longer climate change, but a climate crisis.
